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North reportedly
aided news leaks
favoring contras

Knight-Ridder News Service

WASHINGTON — Lt. Col. Oliver
North, the National Security Councjl
alde dismissed amid the Iran arms
Scandal, routinely passed classified
Information on Centraj America toa
State Department office that then
leaked the data to television net-
works, according to offictals famtiiar
with the now-defunct .

The leaks were designed primari-
ly to produce news coverage favora-
ble to the administration's policies
and marshal support for aid to Nica-
ragua’s contras, according to admig-
istration offictals involved in the ef-
fort.
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N the thicket of
regulations governing the deciassifi-
cation € secrets, most of whic

h rom the CIA and the

North-passed the information to offi-
clals in the State Department's Of.
fice of Public Diplomacy for release
to the press. the sources said.

U.S. officlals disagreed last week
about the legality of Colone} North's
activities over the past three years,
and whether they had been autho-

fice of Public Diplomacy, Otto Reich,
said he had been unaware of the
leaks or of Colonei North's close (n-
volvement with his staff.

who worked with Colonel
North said there was a widespread
perception among government offi-
cals that he acted on the authority
of President Reagan. which helped
him to command secret information
and make it avatlable for public re-
lease.

“Everyone in our office knew Ollje
was acting with the president’s ay.
thortzation on Centraj America,”
said a former employee of the public
diplomacy office.

Consuited about Colone! North's
activities Friday, a White House offf;
cial confirmed that “North played 3
role tn the declassification of infory
mation about Ni and the re
ality of Central America so that g
could be rejeased.” )

The officfal. who said he had
known of Colonel North's relation}
ship with the public diplomacy ot
fice. added: “We assume that he act;
ed with the approval of his immeds
ate superiors.” The official sajd Coigs

net North had not ed for dis-
semination of classified information
— a serfous crime — byt had only
passed along tnformation that had
been submitted to a “greatly acceler-
ated declasstfication process.”
Offictals who Participated in the
project insisted that in many {n-
stances Colonel North had passed
gllong classtified intelligence materi-
s.

“I hope that didn't take place, be-
Cause leaking classified (nformation
Is breaking the law.” sajd Mr. Reich,
the former special coordinator of the

public diplomacy office, in a tele- .

phone interview from Caracas, Ven-
€zuela. Mr. Reich said his office staff
always followed orthodox declassifi-
catlon procedures. which he said
“took hours, sometimes months.”

At first, Mr. Reich said he was
sure "Ollie North was not involved”
in the work of his office. After reflec-
tion, his certainty softened,

“Anything is possible because it's
clear North was doing a lot of things
No one knew he was doing,” Mr.
Reich said,

The data Colone| North provided
for release aimost always appeared
to be accurate to the reporters who
received it, and it generally was be-
lteved to be useful in correcting mis-
leading and self-serving propaganda
€manating from M .

Dramatic television and, occa-
sionally, newspaper coverage based
on Intelligence data Colone] North
procured included stories about the
clandestine arrival in Nicaragua of
100 Cuban military advisers in May
1985; participation in combat
against the contras by Cuban helj-
copter ptiots; and the development of
closer ties between Iran and Nicara-
gua. according to officials who
worked in the program and other
sources.

Colonel North's involvement in
the Office of Public Diplomacy began
S a natural extension of hig White
House duttes as deputy director of
policy development and political-mii-
ftary affairs.

His activities appeared to be sim;-
lar to the role he played this year in a
privately sponsored nationwide tele-
vision campaign to pressure con-
gressional opponents of aid to the
contras. Colonel North procured film
for the ads from the Defense Depart-
ment. according to Pentagon spokes-
men. and participated in fund-ras-
Ing efforts to finance the cam .

Colonel North's contra-support
activities led him to keep a grueling
20-hour-a-day schedule, underling
his singular understanding that the
survival of the contras depended on
influencting American public opinion
to support the president’s policies.
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The pubiie diplomacy office,
fact, was Created at the suggestion of
a special Nationg) Security Councj
Planning groyup i, 1983 in the beljef
that the State Department's press

partment and answerable, on pa-
Per. 1o Secretary of State George p.
Shultz, but several staff members in
the diplomacy office said they knew
{tvhseg were, in fact, working for the

Department Spokesman declined
comment.

Colone! North Joined the NSC
staff in 1981, pyt the first known
Instance in Which he Collaborated In
a significant [ea) came (in 1983, ac-
cording to. . knowledgwble source.

Colonel North learned during an
April 1983 Interagency meeting that
Brazilian authorities had discovered
Soviet arms destined for Nic
aboard four Libyan cargo planes re-
fueling at an Amazonian airport.
Colonel North a proved a military

The subsequent television cover-
age created a furor in Brazil, forcing
authorittes to turm the planes back

During the 1983 Grenada inva-
ston, Colonel
round-the-clock White House work
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In May 1985. as Congress debat- Z_
ed whether to approve $27 million (n
non-lethal aid for the contras. Sandi-
nista propagandists announced the
departure of 100 Cuban military ad-
visers. characterizing the develop-
ment as a concession. Two days lat-
er. Colonel North responded by ar-
ranging the declasstfication of U.S.
intelligence indicating that although
one Cuban contingent had left Nica-
ragua, scores of new soldiers had ar-
rived from Havana to take their
place. informed sources said.

That summer, according to these
sources, Colonel North also arranged
the publication of U.S. reports that
Cuban airmen were piloting Sovtet-
made Mi-24 helicopters tn combat
against the contra rebels.

As Colonel North's Influence

rew. he succe in persuading
and the to reiease top-
Nicaragua
milf installations for publication
CY © ;
the sources said.

Among the most important reve-
lations Colonel North factlitated ex-
posed the Sandinista construction of
a two-mile concrete airstrip north of
Managua at Punta Huete capable of
handling sophisticated Soviet air-
craft. according to a source invoived
in the disclosure.

At the same time, Colonel North
moved to influence the process by
which U.S. journalists were given
access to the contras’ border camps
in Honduras. When Honduran au-
thorities temporarily blocked jour-
nalists from the camps in early
1985. Colonel North dispatched a
U.S. offictal to the border to assess
the likely impact of giving reporters
greater access, according to a source
who was present in the camps at the
time.

The conclusion: Open the camps
to the press so reporters couid see
the contras’ urgent needs.

For reasons that remain unclear.,
the Office of Public Dtplomacy quiet-
ly ended its program of media leaks
and reorganized its staff last sum-
mer.
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